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Abstract

Recently, there has been growing interest in the role of spirituality

in social work practice. Many practitioners support the inclusion of
spirituality in social work practice, but there is a lack of understanding
of how this can be accomplished. This exploratory qualitative study was

undertaken to expand the understanding of social worker attitudes
toward spiritualiqv in practice. Five hospital social workers were
interviewed using a stttrctured interview schedule. The interviews
focused on practitioners' def-rnitions of spirituality, the factors that had

influenced their definition, and the factors that influence how they
respond to spirituality in practice. Themes of childhood experiences,
academic experiences, and life traumas were found to be significant

influencing factors. Implications for practice and future research are
discussed.
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Introduction

This study explores the relationship between spirituality and social
work practice. Historically, the profession of social work has strong
religious ties rising from the early, morality based work of friendly
visitors and settlement houses. Only recently, however, has there been
interest about the relationship between spirituality and social work. This
renewal is evidenced by the growing number of journal articles, books,
courses, and seminars which explore the role of spirituality. This revival
is not limited to social work, however. The increased interest stretches

into the professions of psycholory and medicine, and into the larger
American culture. The popular press, movies, mllsic, and television all
reflect and encourage this interest.

Individually, people are seeking answers to the big questions of life
such as: what is the purpose of life, why is there suffering, and is there

anything beyond this life. The answers to the questions cannot he
satisfied by material means. Instead, they seem to prompt a longing in
people to explore and develop their spiritual beliefs.
These spiritual questions come up at various times in peoples' lives

but are often r-lnavoidable when one faces stressful life situations. At
times of loss, illness, or death, spiritual concerns are more salient in

I

people's minds, and as social workers, we must recognize that the clients

with whom we work are stmggling with these questions.
The challenge to practitioners, then, is how to incorporate people's

spiritual beliefs and questions into social work practice. Spirituality can
be considered in at least two aspects of social work values. First,

it is a

potential client strength which can encourage coping and growth.
Clients often use prayer, meditation, nature, and spiritual communities
as means of support in difficult times. It is important to acknowledge

here that spiritual doubt is often present along with belief. Philosophies

which had seemed secure during most of life may suddenly be tested and
found lacking. Social workers need to be willing and prepared to
understand and encourage clients in their spiritual struggles.
A second way to consider spirituality in social work is to look at it
as a form of cultural diversity. Just as social workers are ed.ucated to

regard race, class, and sexual orientation as forms of diversity which
influence clients, practitioners mLISt be aware that spiritual beliefs affect

clients' world views and experiences. Toward this goal, social workers
could benefit from learning about different spiritual beliefs and religious

traditions. To work more effectively with clients, practitioners should
become aware of their own beliefs and biases regarding spirituality.

In this study, I explored the topic of social workers' personal and
professional attitudes toward spirituatity. The research questions are:
1)

What influences how social workers define spirituality?

2

2\ What influences

how they respond to this dimension in

practice?

I have reviewed the literature related to the inclusion of spirituality

in social work. Themes identified there include definitions of spirituality
and religion, historical background, benefits and barriers of inclusion,
and uses of spirituality in practice. Finally, I identified substantial gaps

in the literature related to spirituality.
For this study, I used the method of in-depth individual interviews
of hospital social workers. This population was chosen for two primary

reasons. First, the nature of medical social work requires that
practitioners deal with patients and families who are facing illness, loss,
or death. Consequently, I expected that they would have more
experiences with clients around spiritual topics than other practitioners.
Second, I interned at an agency which was affiliated with Fairview

Hospital. As a result, I could conveniently obtain administrative
approval and recmit social workers at the hospital.

In the interwiews, I had the practitioners define spirituality and
describe life experiences which had influenced their definition. I also
explored how social workers encounter and use spirituatity in practice

and education. This qualitative study examines practitioner attitudes
toward spirituality in practice.

1
J

In the findings chapter, I identified themes which became evident
from interviews. Finally, I described implications for practice and future
research in the discussion chapter.
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Review of the Literature

In recent years, there has been growing interest in exploring the
role of spirituality in social work practice. This exploration has prompted

interesting discussion, but it has not resulted in a clear consensus.
Much of the literature supports the inclusion of spirituality in social
work, but some articles encourage workers to consider the difficulties

this inclusion may prompt in practice situations. Current literature
shows a need for more study regarding attitudes toward spirituality,

specilic tools for practice, and suggestions for incorporating spirituality

into the education of social workers. This review will explore various
definitions of religion and spirituality, as well as the historical
background of, benefits of, and barriers to including spirituality in social
work practice and education. It will also review the current uses of

spirituality in clinical practice and chemical dependency treatment.
Finally, this review will address gaps in the current literature.

Defini tions of R

and Spiri tuality

A portion of the literature explored how spirituatity and religion are

defined and how they relate to each other. The literature suggested that

while these terms are closely related, they are uniquely separate
concepts.
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In the literature, there was no single, widely accepted definition of
spirituality, and while most authors presented their own definition of
human spirituality, there were clear themes which reappear across
various definitions. Spirituality was consistently described in terms of a
personal quest to find meaning in life and to establish connections with

the self, other humans, and the nonhuman environment (Carroll, 1991;

Cornett, 1992; Joseph, 1988; Morell, 1996; Sermbiekian, 1gg4). Some
authors emphasized the search to connect with God or a higher Power in

their definition (Cornett, 1992; Joseph, 1988) while others left the result
of spiritual searching more open-ended (canda, 1gB8).
Religion was defined as the external expression of faith, and.

it

involved "beliefs, ethical codes, and worship practices that unite an

individual with a moral community" (Joseph, 1ggg, p. a+al. Authors
also noted that specilic religions often Iit under the larger category of

spirituality so these authors linked the two concepts with the word. "and"
rather than "or" (Canda, 1988; Joseph, 1987; prest & Keller, lggg).
Spirituality was often framed as an individual experience while
religion involved group beliefs and activities. Sermabeikian (1994)
offered another way to tie together spirituality and. religion: "although

spirituality is expressed in religion, as well as philosophy and culture, it
transcends ideologies, rituals, dogmas, and institutions" (p. 1g0).

6

Historical Overwiew
Historically, the field of social work

rir/as

rooted in Judeo-Christian

values (Canda, 1988; Holland, 1989; Sanzenbach, 1989). Furthermore,
social work was linked with other religions such as Buddhism and Islam

which also value helping others. Jewish teachings emphasize the duty of
the rich to give to the poor and the right of the poor to receive; ancient

rabbinical texts and the Muslim Koran provide specific rules for helping
the poor (Trattner, 1994).

In social work's struggle for professional recognilion, it adopted the
scientif,rc method of inquiry which relies heavily on observable

phenomena (Trattner, 1994). Unobservable spiritual matters did not fit

rrell within the scientific method so by adopting these methods, social
work rnoved away from nonscientilic spiritual constructs (Prest & Keller,
1

ee3).

Currently, literature suggests there is renewed interest in the role
of spirituality in social work and indicators point to a move for

integration. This return to spirituality is related to a general trend in
society (Joseph, 1987).
As Holland (1989) pointed otlt, while "involvement in 'mainstream'

religious organizations has declined slightly, participation in evangelicat
churches, orthodox Jewish congregations, and a variety of eastern
religious movements has increased dramatically" (p. 33). Despite a
generally held belief that society is becoming more secular, seven out of
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every ten Americans say that they are members of a church or a

synagogue. This number has fluctuated very little in the last fifty years
(Loewenberg, 1988). Based on these assertions, people in America are

maintaining spiritual and religious practices and may be forming new
traditions.
As evidenced by the growing number of social workers attending

psychiatric seminars on spirituality in practice, social workers are ahead
of the literature in their desire to incorporate spirituality into practice

(Joseph, 1987). According to this review of the literature, there has been
progress

in social work's inclusion of spirituality.

Spirituali ty in

So cial

Work Practice

The research yielded several themes regarding the use of

spirituality in practice. Many authors discussed the use of spirituality as
a tool in therapy and counseling (Bullis, 1996; Cascio, 1998; Cornett,
1992; Derezotes, 1995; Kilpatrick & Holland, 1990; Prest & Keller, 1993;

Sermabeikian, 1994). Other authors focused on spirituality as a form of
ethnic diversity which requires special consideration in working with
clients (Benningfield, 1998; Canda, 1988; Westbrooks, 1998). Finally,
several authors described the spirituality of clients

within developmental

stages which influence the lives of clients (Fowler, 1996; Joseph, 1gBB,

Kilpatrick & Holland, 1990).

I

According to Cascio (1998), questions about the meaning of life
and about suffering which often bring people to social workers are

spiritual in natLlre and occr-rr in "virtually every encounter between social
workers and clients whether stated or unstated" (p. 523). In Cascio's

practical exploration of spirituality, she described specific methods for
using spirituality in assessment and intenrention. These methods
included using spiritual genograms, timelines, and histories to assess

spirituality and to open the door for further discussion of the topic.
Bullis (1996) contributed various probing spiritual questions which can
be used to assess spirituality in clients.

In the intervention stage, Derezotes (1995) suggested the
modification of established counseting techniques to include a spiritual
component. In psychodramas, for example, clients could take turns
playing the role of God, the conscience, or some other aspect of their

spirituality to help them view their situation from various perspectives.
Derezotes also outlined the use of the empty chair technique in which

the client sits opposite an empty chair and is told to relate to that chair
as if it were the situation or person troubling them. The client then sits

in the formerly empty chair and responds from that perspective. Again,
the empty chair can symbolize God, the conscience, the universe, or

various spiritual events.
Carroll (1997) considered the role of spirituality in social work in
two main categories. First, wholeness (defined as devetoping connections
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with the self, others, and God) is seen as the goal of healing and growth.
This wholeness is the natural result of an innate tendency, which will
progress if allowed to do

so. Second, Carroll outlined therapeutic tools

which could help incorporate spirituality into clinical practice. These
tools include "prayer, meditation, contemplation, ritual, scripture

study, and work with broader ranges of consciousness" (p. gO). The use
of these tools is client-centered with the goal of creating an environment

which would encoLrrage the natural tendency toward. wholeness and
healing.

Joseph (1987) put forth a developmental model of spirituality

which outlined strengths and concerns of each life phase. The phases
profiled include early childhood, school age child, adolescent, young
ad"ult, mid-Iife, and the older

adult.

Each phase includes suggestions

for practice with clients in that range.

Kilpatrick and Holland (1990) also explored spirituality in terms of
phases. Barly childhood begins with simple, egocentric perspectives.
Adolescence involves a move toward independence when youth consider

the beliefs of their peers rather than those of their parents. In the

transition to adulthood, there is rnore responsibility taken for one's
personal beliefs and values. In the next stage of development, people
become more interested

in social relationships and less concerned with

judgments and categories.
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Sr:iri tuali tv and Chemical Depend

Treatment

There was a substantial body of literature related specifically to the

role of spiritualify in the treatment of chemical abuse (Carroll, 199

1;

Farris, 1994; Morell, 1996; Warfield & Goldstein, 1996). Most of this
literature considered treatment of chemical dependency through the

Llse

of spirituality to find purpose in life and the role of spirituality in twelve
step programs.

Warfield and Goldstein (1996) outlined the use of the twelve steps
of Alcoholics Anonymous as a method to encourage spiritual

development among alcoholics. They then explored the role spirituality
can play in recovery and avoidance of relapse. According to Warfield
and Goldstein, there are two types of spirituality. The alcoholic

personality is "grounded in a destructive spiritualit5r" which includes
insecurity, mistrust of others, and a lack of self esteem (p. 203).
Through the twelve steps process of seeking a higher power, examining

their lives, and transcending their own egos, they begin to develop a
more positive spirituality. This positive spirituality includes
acceptance of self and others and finding meaning in one's life.

Following a similar line of thinking regarding the role of the twelve
steps approach, Carroll (1991) studied the effect of the twelve steps

specifically on purpose in life and sen se of meaning in members of
Alcoholics Anonymous. Carroll found that the practice of step eleven,

which focuses on prayer and meditation to improve conscious contact
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with a higher power, was positively correlated with both purpose in life
and length of sobriety.

Farris (1994) presented a different theory about the relationship
between addiction and

spirituality. Like Warfield and Goldstein

(1996),

he described two types of spirituality: dualistic spirituality and non-

dualistic spirituality. Dualistic spirituality involves the concept of the
individual as flawed and requiring something from outside themselves to
I-rx

them and provide meaning to their

life. Non-dualistic spirituality

entails integrating and reconciling all parts of the individual. Humans
are viewed as under "original blessing" rather than "original sin" (p. 20).

The goal of non-dualistic spirituality, like that described by Carroll
(L997) is to unify the individual with their own selves, others, and God.

In dualistic spirituality, like in chemical dependency, the

individual experiences inner meaninglessness and becomes absorbed in
something outside of themselves (a spirit or the addiction, for example) to

find meaning. They think they do not have inherent, inner value, and
therefore mu.st seek this from sources outside of themselves. The result
of this thinking is that "external sources of meaning and value have
tremendous power" (p. 12). whatever the source of meaning, the

thinking behind the addiction is the same: individuals must look outside
themselves for rneaning.

Farris (1994) also emphasized that the spiritual journey which
addicts undertake includes various steps including mere sunrival,

t2

emergent awareness, dealing with core issues, and finally integration and

transformation. The individual, their counseling issues, and spirituality
vary greatly along this journey and it is important for practitioners to
adjust to each new stage.

Benelits of the Use of S piritualitv in Practice
Many authors outlined the potential benefits of the use of

spirituality in practice and as a result, they encouraged current moves
toward integration (Canda, 1987; Cornett, 1993; Joseph, lgBB; prest &

Keller, 1993). Sermabeikian (1994) emphasizes the importance of using
every tool available that may help clients. She urged the inclusion of

spirituality in social work to foster client-centered, strength based,
problem solving practice:

clients' use of spirituality as a weapon in their coping arsenal is
precisely why spirituality must be acknowledged...A spiritual value
of belief may connect to, or be a powerful resource in the client's
life that can be used in problem solving, coping, or the process of
recovery or emotional healing. (p. 181)
Since most people seek help from social workers in response to

suffering, and since they often need to utilize varied coping skills, social

workers should not discount the use of spiritual methods in working

with these clients.
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Barriers to the Use of Spiritualitv in Practice
One barrier to the inclusion of spirituality in social work has been

the attitudes of professionals in the field toward spirituality and/or

religion in practice. Social workers have been grouped into three
categories by Loewenberg (1988) according to their attitudes toward.

religion:

1. Social workers who ignore religion as if it were irrelevant.

2.

Social workers who attack religion implicitly or explicitly as

harmful to the client and in opposition to the goals of the
profession.

3. Social workers who attribute

to religion a central role in both

their personal and professional lives. (p. S)
According to Loewenberg (1988), the third group of social workers

is significantly smaller than the first and second. Consideration of these
categories provides an explanation for the relatively sparse literature
concerned with spirituality and social work.
Several authors have considered challenges which may arise from

the use of spirituality in social work. The problems Bennington (1gg8)

outlined are based on therapists' issues such as bias, lack of

education/training, personal discomfort, and self-serving motives.
According to some authors, rigid perceptions of spirituality held by

clients and practitioners can also create barriers. Introducing the idea of

spirituality in therapy might suggest that the professional's motive is to

t4

persuade the client to agree with the worker's beliefs rather than to

clarify the client's own beliefs. These same authors also point out that
spirituality which is expressed in rigid, conservative forms is typically
thought to be more a part of the problem than a resource which may
contribute to the solution (Prest & Keller, 1993; Sanzenbach, lg8g).
To overcome these potential barriers in practice, social workers
need to be firmly rooted in the values of their profession when d.iscussing

spiritual matters. For example, social workers must maintain an
accepting, nonjudgmental attitude toward clients' spirituality and must
be willing to learn from clients about their beliefs. Social workers must

also avoid imposing their own values and beliefs on clients (Cascio, 1998;

Kilpatrick & Holland, 1990). Education can help social workers avoid.
pitfalls related to integrating spirituality into practice.

Spiri tuality and S ocial Work Ed

ation

The education of social workers in issues of spirituatity is lagging

far behind the needs of professionals in the field. Various authors
provide suggestions for integrating content on spirituality into social

work education (Canda, 1989; Dudley & Helfgott, 1990; Netting,

Thibault, & Ellor, 1990).
Derezotes (1995) interviewed social work students, practitiohers,

and educators about issues of social work education, religion,

spirituality.

He rnailed questionnaires to all members of Utah's National

l5

Association of Social Work and to students and faculty at two graduate
schools of social

work. Of the 1,110 total questionnaires, 340 were

returned. He also conducted in-depth interviews of a sub-sample of 56
social workers. It can be assumed that there would be medical social

workers included within Derezotes' sample, although he did not report
findings according to specific specialties within social work.
The results of Derezotes' (1995) research were that most

practitioners felt they were inadequately trained in the area of spirituality
and that they would benefit from training in three areas:

1) Knowledge of Models of Spiritual Development and Religious

Traditions. Just as social workers strive to understand the
biological, psychological, and social development of individuals

and cultures, they can better sen/e clients when they
understand typical stages of spiritual development.
Practitioners also thought they would benefit from a better
understanding of clients' variou.s religious traditions.

2l Understanding and Acceptance of the Diversity

of Personal

Values. This finding relates directly to the social work values of
client self-determination and respect for differences. This area
also includes the importance of social worker awareness of their
own values.

3) Assessment and Interwention Skills. This aspect of practice
involves spiritually sensitive practice including using the client's
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own spiritual and religious symbols and language. Derezotes
goes on to discuss how psychodynamic, cognitive/behavioral,

experiential/ humanistic, and transpersonal techniques can
integrate spirituality into client interactions.

In short, to help practitioners work comfortably and effectively with
spirituality in practice, they need to learn about content of religion and
spiritual development, and they must examine their own spiritual
journeys, unresolved spiritual conflicts, and biases (Carroll, 1997;
Cascio, 1998; Kilpatrick & Holland, 1990).

Practition ers and Spiritualitv

Literature specifically addressing the personal and professional
attitudes of practitioners is limited. Derezotes and Evans (1995)
interviewed social workers about topics of religion and spirituatity and
described four main themes:

1) Social workers view spirituality and religion as two separate but
important issues.

2l

Practitioners do not receive the knowledge and skills they need to
work effectively with clients around spiritual topics.

3)

Social workers need to explore their own beliefs and biases
re gardin

4)

g spirituality.

Spiritual and religious content can be integrated into current
social work training.

t7

Sheridan, Bullis, Adcock, Berlin, & Miller (1992) surveyed 2O0
licensed clinical social workers, 200 psychologists, and 200 professional

counselors regarding their attitudes and behaviors related to religion

spirituality. This sample was randomly selected listings from the
appropriate licensing boards in the state of Virginia. Of the 600
questionnaires which were distributed, 328 were completed, although the
exact number of social workers who responded was not reported. Again,

it can be assumed that social workers representing all areas of the field
would be included in this sample, but there was no specific data
available on medical social workers.
The researchers found that the professionals interviewed valued

spirituality in their own lives and the lives of others and addressed it to
varying extents in their practice. Other findings were that professional
counselors expressed the "mCIst traditional approach to religious or

spiritual belief, the highest involvement and affiliation with organized
religion, and the most evidence of a spiritual or religious orientation in
practice" (p. 199). Psychologists were at the opposite end of this

continulrm, while the attitudes of licensed clinical social workers landed
between the two groups.

Gaps in the Literature
Since the renewed interest in the role of spirituality within social

work has been recent, there is roorn for substantial study around the

l8

topic. Most studies are exploratory in nature and

have

just begun to

scratch the surface of spirituality as a source of diversity and strength.
There are substantial gaps in the literature regarding which spiritual
issues clients bring to social workers, how professionals view spirituality
and its role in social work, and how professionals handle these issues.
There is very little written about how attitudes of practitioners
specializing in various areas of social work may differ. For example, the

spiritual issues brought to a medical social worker might differ greatly
from those presented in a school, mental health setting, or non-profit
agency. There is also much more to learn about how agency attitudes,
goals, and policies affect social workers' interactions with clients around

spiritual topics.
This research study specifically addresses the gap regarding what
affects how workers react to spiritual issues. For example, there is more
to learn ahout how the age, gender, trainirg, or personal beliefs of social
workers affect work with clients around spiritual issues. Further, as
described earlier, the studies which do explore social worker attitudes

toward spirituality (Derezotes, 1995; Millison & Dudley, 19g0; Sheridan,
et al. , L992l, were greatly limited by the small number of subjects,
geographic areas localized by state, and samples which were non-

representative and not specific to social workers.

19

Conclusion

This review of the literature has yietded valuable information
regarding the variety of professional literature. It has also identified the
gaps in the literature and helped to inform the development of research

questions for this study.
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Methodologr

This chapter will describe in detail the methods and procedures
used in the research. It will outline the research questions, conceptual
framework, and research design. It will also define pertinent terms,
describe the population and sample of the study, and measurement

issues. Finally, the chapter will describe the data collection and data
analysis procedures.

Research Questions
The research answered the questions:

1)

What influences how social workers define spirituality?

2l

What influences how social workers respond to this dimension in

their practice?

Conceptual Framework
While the inclusion of spirituality in social work practice can be

linked to various theories and concepts, there is no single, widely
accepted framework developed around this relationship. Results of the

literature review suggest the integration of spirituality into social work
could falI under existential or person-centered theories (Cornett, 1998),

Jungian theories (Sermabeikian, 1994), life cycle theories (Joseph, 1988),

2t

or transpersonal theories (Cowley, 1993; Derezotes & Evans, 1995).

Spirituality in social work has also been linked to the concepts of personin-environment (Canda, 1988) and strengths perspective (Sermabeikian,
1994). The sheer number and variety of theoretical and conceptual
associations point to the potentially close relationship between

spirituality and social work. While spirituality could be integrated into
various theories and concepts, for the purpose of this research, it relates
best to the concept of ethnic-sensitive practice.

Ethnic-sensitive practice is based on the view that social work
practice must carefully consider the values and attitudes related to
clients' ethnic group membership and social class position (Devore &
Schlesinger, 1995). An ethnic group is defined as a group which shares
elements of "religion, cultlrre, physical appearance, history, or some

combination of these characteristics" (Devore & Schlesinger, 1995, p.
9O3). It is possible, then, to consider spiritualiry as part of ethnicsensitive practice since spiritual beliefs are often related to religion,

culture, and history, both personal and commu.nal.
Devore and Schlesinger (1995) go on to outline three components
of ethnic-sensitive practice:
1) Layers of understanding which include the "values, knowledgr, and

skills that are the essential ingredients of professional practice in social
work" (p. 90a). These are specific social work values, knowledge of
human behavior, knowledge of social welfare policies and senrices, self
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awareness, knowledge of the impact of the ethnic reality the route to the

social worker, and adaptation strategies.
2) The assumptions drawn from understanding how ethnicity affects

individuals and the group as a whole. One assumption is that the
history of individuals and groups affect current problems and solutions.
Another assumption is that while keeping this in mind, it is most

important to focus on present strengths and challenges. Also, ethnicsensitive practice assumes that ethnici$ is a sou.rce of "cohesion,

identity, and strength as well as of strain, discordance, and strife"

(p.

eos).
3) The prevailing practice principles, skills, and strategies. The

first

category under this component is the simultaneous focus on individual

and systemic concerns. Because people are faced by both widespread

institutional oppression and individual issues, social workers need to
consider both individual and systemic concerns. This strategr is key to

ethnic-sensitive social work practice. The second category of this
component is the ability to adapt various cognitive, affective, and

behavioral skills to the clients' ethnic reality.
Use of cognitive skills in ethnic-sensitive practice provides

intellectual understanding of issues facing people from different cultural
groups and the specialized social work skills which can be useful.
Affective skills help the social worker increase ethnic self-awareness and
gain a deeper sense of the ethnicity-related obstacles and strengths of
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various people groups. Behavioral skills help the social worker integrate

their cognitive and affective understanding of ethnic groups into effective
daily practice. This involves being client led and understanding that the
client's leading and direction will be affected by their ethnicity.
The concept of ethnic-sensitive practice as outlined here strongly
relates to my research in two areas: the practice skills and selfawareness of social workers. For social workers to be effective with
people around spiritual issues, they must understand the various

spiritual "lenses" through which people view the world. This includes
recognizing clients' spirituality as a potential strength.
Social worker self-awareness of spirituality can be achieved only by

examining their own beliefs and biases. This aspect of ethnic-sensitive
practice relates directly to the purpose of this research: to explore what
affects social workers' definitions of spirituality and what affects their
use of

it in practice. This research witl add to the understanding of

ethnic-sensitive practice in relation to spirituality.

Research Design

This study was exploratory in nature since it sought to investigate
the relationship between spirituality and social work practice. The
research employed the qualitative method of individual intenriews to
examine attitudes and actions of hospital social workers around the topic

of spirituality as it relates to their personal and professional lives.

24

Considering this cornplex topic, qualitative research methods
allowed for deeper understanding of this topic which may not have been
easily attained through other methods (Rubin & Babbie, IggTl.
Specifically, the use of face-to-face interviews allowed subjects more

flexibility in describing their attitudes and actions related to spirituality.
The researcher was also able to clarify statements and gather more
varied data about this topic.
Some challenges related to qualitative research methods include

weakness in reliability and generalizeablity. This is often due to non-

probahility sampling and the non-standard questionnaire (Rubin &
Babbie

,

19971.

Definition of Terms
This research study did not have independent and. dependent
variables as such because it was a qualitative study. The unit of analysis
was individual social workers. Key terms are listed and defined below.
Unless otherwise stated, definitions are from The Social Work Dictionary

(Barker, 1995) .
Social

work: "The applied science of helping people achieve an

effective level of psychosocial functioning and effecting societal
changes to enhance the well-being of all people" (p. 3sz).
Socia1

workers: Graduates of schools of social work...who use
rr

their knowledge and skills to provide social services for
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clients...Social workers help people increase their capacities for

problem solving and coping, and they help them obtain needed
resources, facilitate interactions between individuals and between
people and their environments, make organizations responsible to
people, and influence social policies" (p. 358).
Social work practice: "The use of social work knowledge and social

work skills to implernent society's mandate to provide social
senrices that are consistent with social work values..." (p, 359.

Spirituali ty: According to Cornett (1992), "The individual's
understanding of and response to meaning in life, time and

mortality, expectations regarding what, if anything follows death
and belief or non-belief in a 'higher power"' (p. 101).

P_qpulation

The most outstanding characteristic of the study population was

that the participants were hospital social workers. This population was
chosen based on their experience working with clients around spiritual

topics and on researcher convenience. The social workers were from a

mid-western urban area and had varied ages. The sample also included
varied levels of degree and professional experience.
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Sample.

Five participants were recruited from among a pool of 80 social

workers at four hospitals using a purposive homogeneous sampling

method. As explained by Patton (1990), homogeneous sampling is
especially useful in gathering in-depth data about some particular

subgroup. In this research, the specific subgroup is hospital social
workers.

Participants were recruited using a memo describing the research
and an attached copy of the intenriew guide. The memo asked interested
social workers to contact the researcher to schedule an interview. The
researcher also attended three staff meetings to annorJ.nce the topic of
research and distribute a follow-up memo. Again, social workers were
asked to call the researcher at a later time if they were interested in

participating.

Measurement Issues
The levels of measurement for this study, although there are not
variables in the sense of a qlJantitative study, are all nominal and

discrete. To reduce systematic error in this research, the researcher
examined the interview guide for leading questions or unclear wording.
The researcher also pre-tested the intenriew guide and requested
feedback from respondents. This helped reduce biases within the

interview guide.
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While the researcher took care to avoid reacting to interview
responses in ways that would affect those responses, social desirabitity

bias was still an issue. Respondents naturally tend to answer questions

in ways they think are desirable (Rubin & Babbie, 1997). Since research
was gathered in face-to-face interviews, the chance for this type of bias
was

high. To reduce random error, a single researcher administered the

interview to all subjects, although the probability for systemic error may
have increased.

In qualitative research, reliability and validity are strongly affected
by the skills of the researcher (Miles & Huberman, 1994). In this case,
the fact that there was only one researcher gathering and coding data
improved reliability but not necessarily validity. The researcher was a
novice, and experience at conducting research is a factor involved in
increasing validity for qualitative research (Patton, 1990). On the other

hand, Miles and Huberman (1994) emphasize the importance of the
researcher's "familiarity with the phenomenon and the setting under

study" (p. 38). This researcher's interest in and experience with

spirituatity and hospital social work may have helped improve validity.

Collection

cedures

Data were collected in face-to-face interviews based on a standard

interview guide (see appendix A) which was developed based on the

literature review. The researcher pre-tested the interview guide in
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intenriews with two social workers who work in the health care field. The
social workers provided feedback in response to the interview guide. The

interview guide was then revised according to feedback from the pre-test

results and administered in face-to-face interviews of social workers.
The researcher provided a copy of the guide to subjects prior to the

interview so that the social workers could think about their responses

prior to the intenriew. The interviews were conducted at the participants'
places of employment. The interviews ranged in length but took an
average of one hour to complete. The interviews were audio-taped and

the researcher took notes on significant nonverbal communication. The
researcher later transcribed the audio-tapes and integrated hand written

notes and obsenrations taken during the interviews.

All subjects were given two consent forms (see appendices B and C)
to read and sign. The lirst informed participants of the voluntary nature
of the study, interview procedures, risks and benefits of participating in

the study, and confidentiality. The second consent form described the
procedures for audio-taping of the interviews. AII subjects signed both
consent forms.

Data Analysis
The researcher analyzed data by first selecting common themes

which were most prevalent in the data. The researcher grounded this
analysis by interpreting findings with concepts from the literature review
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and theoretical framework chapters. The researcher then collected

additional literature as needed to explain the results and interpretations.
These themes were common threads which linked the experiences of
several interview subjects with each other. The researcher also explored

the differences which were evident among interviews. In analyzing the
data, the researcher considered the frequency with which themes
occurred and the intensity of social workers' opinion about a theme
(Rubin & Babbie, 19971.
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Findings

This chapter will describe the results of the social worker

interviews. It is organized under headings which relate to the intenriew
questions and themes which emerged from a content analysis of the
interwiew data.

Demographic Information

All five social workers who agreed to be interviewed

\Mere women.

There was some variety of ages with participants ranging from 29-over

7O

years of age. Four participants had the degree of MSW and one was

currently working toward that degree. Three social workers reported a
religious affiliation. The variety of afhliation included Lutheran,
Episcopalian, and Native Arnerican Spirituality. Two workers reported no
religious affiliation. Two participants stated they were involved in a

spiritual community while three were not. Diversity was not seen
regarding race in the participant sample with all being Caucasian.
The participants gave a variety of responses with a number of

similarities and differences in their attitudes and experiences around

spirituality and social work. Participants were interested in the goals
and lindings of this research and spent time after the intenriew
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discussing

it.

Many expressed positive, encouraging attitudes toward

studying the relationship between spirituality and social work.

Social Wqrker Definitions of Spirituality

The interview began with a series of questions designed to elicit

inforrnation about social workers' definitions of spirituality, what
influenced this definition, and how the definition had changed based on
various experiences.
As in the literatu.re, there was broad variation in the delinition

among social workers. They described a number of perspectives
regarding the definition of spirituality. Themes mentioned by several

participants included spirituality as relating to others and/or to a higher
power, the search to find meaning in life, and the unexplainable,

unknown aspects of life. These themes fit well with the definitions
presented in current literature.
Most participants also mentioned that they expected spirituatity

would have a direct effect on how people live their lives. Many
participants mentioned religion in relation to spirituality, some pointing

out differences between the two and others focusing on the similarities.
One participant associated religion with external action and spirituality

with inner beliefs. Another participant described religion as confined to
one day of the week, while spirituality was seen as a constant part of
everyday life.

In differentiating between religion and spirituality, no participant
specifically mentioned "dogma" or "rituals" which were k*y distinguishing
factors mentioned in the literature. Even though these words were not
specified, social workers implied an understanding of these aspects when
they described the external actions related to religion.

Experiences Affectine D efinitions of Spiritualitv
Regardless of practitioners' definitions of spirituality, each

acknowledged that their definition had changed throughout their

lifetime. Three main themes which influenced social workers' definitions
became evident throughout the intenriews. These included childhood
experiences, academic experiences, and life traumas.

Childhood Experiences
Childhood experiences \Mere often reported in terms of religious

teachings. Each participant either built on this foundation, combined it

with new beliefs, or discarded it for different belief systems. Strong
factors which influenced their childhood understanding of spirituality

included messages from parents and early experiences in spiritual
commLr.nities.

For one participant, her parents instilled a deep sense that she had
a purpose in

life. This idea was emphasized in early childhood and

continues to influence her definition of spirituality:

JJ

I grew up knowing that people should have a real purpose in life,
someplace they're going to serve of significance. That made me feel
important. It must have contributed to a feeling of self worth. I
was always keeping alive that I had a focus to my life.
Closely related to parental messages regarding spirituality or

religion were the importance of childhood experiences in spiritual
communities.
One social worker described her experiences growing up in a house

church commutnity: "it was wonderful as a kid, seeing everyone talk
about their beliefs and ideas and try to incorporate religious ideas into

their lives. They'd take Bible passages and talk about how it influenced
their Iife." Through this social worker's experience in a spiritual
community, she came to value the linking one's heliefs to one's every day

life. Her definition of spirituality reflects this since one of its central
themes was that spirituality should directly influence the every day life of
the persorl.
A key part of another social worker's delinition is the importance of

relating to self, others, and a higher power. This portion of her definition
can be traced to the influencing factor of early experiences in a spiritual

community:
Going to church and living in community was a part of my world.
It's something I still really enjoy doing. I grew up in the country
going to all the Mennonite stuff so I had a broad sense of
community. I've chosen parts of it that I want to keep from that
community and let go of other things from that experience.

1A
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Not every social worker reported positive experiences within

spiritual communities, however. One social worker descrihed being sent
to Sunday School by her parents and later attending church with friends.

During these visits, she obsenred the attitudes and behavior of people
around her, but did not share their beliefs. She described her reaction
after viewing a baptism by immersion: "I thought it was just bizarre and

terrible to dunk someone under the water. I thought, I'm never doing
anything like that". This confusing experience in a spiritual community
may have affected her curren.t definition of spirituality which focuses on

the "unknown, unexplainable" aspect of life and this experience.

Academic Experiences
Academic experiences were also seen as extremely significant to

the social workers. All participants described a broadening of their

understanding and definition of spirituality as a result of secondary and
post-secondary education. As one social worker reported, "I learned a lot
more about what else was out there through cultural diversity and
classes and through meeting a lot of other people with different spiritual
beliefs.

"

Most participants reported a greater respect for other religions or

spiritual beliefs based on their increased knowledge. Several
participants also described an increased urge to clarify and expand their
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own beliefs based on exposure to other spiritual views. These same

participants began to examine the effects their beliefs had on their lives.
Through academic experiences, one social worker came to her
understanding of why people develop religious and/or spiritual beliefs,

which was something that had never made sense to her before:
I learned that people were wired to make a story because it's too
scary to be here without a story. Throughout time, people have
made frameworks, rules, and deities and ways of believing that
helped make it through the terrors and the traumas. And that
seemed like a normal thing to do once I'd learned that.
Based on this new understanding, she was able to incorporate

spirituality in her own life and value it in the lives of others.
Another practitioner was influenced by her academic experience
because

it encouraged her to struggle with reconciling new information

with long-held beliefs. The following quote describes what happened
when she encountered the theory of evolution and asked questions of
those around her:
When I would ask people whom I trusted...how does this fit with
what I've been taught all my life, they'd say oh, don't bother about
that. That response has been very significant in my life. In
reactiofl, I have therefore always had very open feelings toward
other people's perspective and doubts.

This practitioner reacted against this academic experience
because

it discouraged her curiosity and searchirg. The social worker

defines spirituality in terms of a search for meaning and relating to a

higher power, a search that would benef-rt from a questioning attitude.
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This social worker responded to this negative experience by pledging to
be open and encouraging toward other people,

The influence of client interactions on definitions of spirituality was
a more subtle theme reported by practitioners. One participant

described her experiellces with Native Americans as signilicant, although
she did not realize this until years after her work with this population.

Another participant expressed her spiritual belief in a faithful God by
demonstrating credibility, authenticity, and reliability in her client
interactions.
Whatever I say is what I will do. I just made a pledge to myself and
to my clients that grew out of my core idea that I work for a faithful
God. I want to exemplify that kind of a care and a love for people
as much as I can. I think that gives people coLlrage and hope.
Life Traumas

Another theme which emerged as significant in the developing

spirituality of social workers was that of life traumas. Several
participants described the positive results which came from traumatic
events, although the benefits were not recognized until sufficient time
had passed. Some of the positive results which participants described

included a deeper reliance on God, a change in life direction, and a
prompting of spiritual searching which resulted in understanding and
peace.

Two social workers described very different ways of describing how
they understand life traumas:

5t

I would be furious if I actually thought someone was in charge and
was allowing these things to occur. It's better that there's no one
in charge and things just happen. I felt better once I stopped
trying to connect everything.

Working in oncologr, I've seen people in physical, emotional, and
psychological pain. A11 pain is hard but I think now it's about
growth, spiritual growth.
These two quotes are significant in that they demonstrate how

differently social workers interpret traumatic experiences of life based on

their definitions of spirituality. One practitioner defined spirituality as
the unknown of life and therefore included the unknown in why

traumatic event occur. The other practitioner de{ined spirituality as
meaning in life and personal growth, so her understanding of pain
related to meaning and growth.

Social Worker s' Emotional Reactions to Spiritualitv
There was variation in the way social workers felt about spiritualify

and their delinition of

it.

Several participants described strong emotional

attachments to their definition of spirituality becau.se they developed it
and arrived at it through a long and sometimes painful process.
My emotional reaction is a mixture of faith and doubt. It's a
massive task to try to figure out how I am to relate to a higher
being. It is the central core of my life but it is fraught with many
questions.

It feels pretty good. I take comfort from it and know that it's not
the be all and end all and the finaI answer or anything, but I'm
open to new stuff and I feel good.
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It is also significant that while most participants described a strong
emotional attachment to their definition of spirituality, they also reported
being open to change and making an effort not to impose their beliefs on

others. One participant stated, "l have a really strong conviction about
what I believe. Sometimes I have to really work not to put what I believe
and how I see things on other people." Another practitioner reported that
"I want every person to feel free to explore and to be accepted and
af{irmed wherever they are on their journey." These social worker
reactions integrate a strong sense of their own spirituality with the value
of client self-determination.

Relationship Between

S piritual

Beliefs and Choice of Career

In exploring how spirituality and social vrork might be related, this
question asked participants whether their beliefs had influenced their
choice of career. Most participants acknowledged a strong relationship
between their spiritual beliefs and their choice of career. There was a

clear, consistent theme around the value of helping others:

Early on I was taught that we are placed on this earth to be of
senrice and to help fellow travelers in their way through life. I want
to show a genuine interest in them just as I have felt from a higher
power that there was interest in me and a willingness to listen and
to affirm.
Another participant focused on both her religious and family
values as being influential: "I was brought up in a Catholic community

that believed in caring and helping other people and I also grew up in a
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family where that was a valu.e." And, "I have a sense that we're here to
help each other, to be a part of other's lives and support each other along
the way as much as we can."

Another theme was that social workers felt compelled to pass along
the kindness they had been shown in

life: "l have excellent friends and

it's as if I live in this bubble of generosity of spirit and so I like to pass
that along.

"

Another participant described a positive experience with a
professional social worker as having influenced her choice of career: "I

had a social worker in high school that helped me get through some very

difficult things and I though, I want to do that."
Some participants considered these values of helping others and

passing along kindness to be spiritual, while others described it as less
related to spirituality.

Social Worker Reactions to Spiritualitv in Practice

The second section of the intenriew was designed to understand

what influenced how social workers respond to spirituality in practice.
The reactions of social workers to spirituality was related to themes

found in the review of literature. Most notably, social workers
consistently identilied spirituality as a potential client strength (Canda,
1988; carroll, M., L997; cascio, 1998; cornett, Lgg2, 1998; Joseph,

1987,1988; Kilpatrick & Holland, 1990; Netting, et. al, 19go; prest &
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Keller, 1993; Sermabeikian, L994; Warfield & Goldstein, 1996) and as a
form of diversity (Benningfield, 1998; Canda, 1988; Cascio, 1998;
Cornett, 1992, 1998; Dudley & Helfgott, 1990; Sanzenbach, 1989;
Sermabeikian, 1994; Sheridan, et a1., L992, 1994\.
Participants were asked to describe their initial, internal response
when clients brought up spiritual topics. Within these answers, every

practitioner described their effort to adopt a client-centered, ethnicsensitive attitude:
I want to be able to respond to them in a manner and with content
in a way that supports you and that makes you feel free to
continue the discussion if they want to. Almost immediately, I try
to figure out where they're coming from.

if I feel they're very much alone and they are really
struggling to get enough support, then I will s&y, "Well, I believe in
that, too". Then they'll know it's safe to say some more. I want
them to feel safe, that I accept them wherever they are in their
search...I'm right there and I don't flinch. I don't try to change the
subject or anything. I just stick with them.
Sometime s

I generally have a feeling of acceptance. I am glad to have them
talk about it and know what direction they want to go in the
discussion. I follow their lead.
Most practitioners expressed reluctance in bringing up spiritual
issues. This was often in an effort to avoid prying or offending clients
when discussing practice issues. It is also possible that social workers
were reluctant to approach spiritual issues because they felt itl-prepared

from an training or education standpoint (Benningfield, 1998). There
seemed to be a sense of spirituality as a private issue, not to be
4l

discussed. Some social workers described methods they use

to

"safely"

broach the topic of spirituality with clients.

I'll say, "tell me more, how's your spirit". They know what "spirit"
means to them. A lot of times, I've spent an hour talking to people
about spiritual things because that's what's most important to
them.

It's always okay to verify some of the demographics from the
patient's face sheet. So I get to clarify some of those things and it's
very easy for me to ask about their beliefs. I can ask, if their
relationship with God or their church is a part of their coping
strategies. For a lot of people, it is.
Several practitioners reported their efforts to assess how important

the spiritual aspect was in their clients' lives. Again, they display the
social work value of being client-centered in their efforts to understand

the importance of spiritualily for the client. As one social worker pointed

out, *l'm consciously thinking as they're bringing up these things, 'how
much of an issue is this to this person?' and I try to ask a few questions."
While most participants reported intellectual reactions which
occurred when clients brought up spiritual topics, one social worker
described her visceral response as clients bring up spiritual topics:

I first feel a tightness in my stomach because I'm reacting first of
all to my own experiences, just for a couple of seconds. Then I
think, I've got to let this go and listen to where they're at...l want
so mr-lch for them not to have that fear (of death) so I hope that
they can find a peace before they move on from life.
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Spirituality as a Help and a Hindrance
Another question in this interview asked social workers to consider
how their delinition of spirituality and their individual spiritual beliefs

facilitated or hindered their work with clients. In considering how

spirituality could be helpful in practice, there were several themes which
related to attitudes of social workers toward clients and the actions
professionals were willing to take to be helpful.
Several social workers described their belief in the equal value of
each person as based on their spiritual belief that a higher power values
each person equally. The result of this belief for these practitioners was

their non-judgmental attitude toward patients.
Another participant described her "rtse of self in relation to her

spiritual experiences and growth to work with patients:
If I can get them through a little bit of the pain, and give them
some of the comfort that I've gotten, I like to be able to do that. It's
such a struggle inside that I can't give them what I've got because I
didn't just get there. It was a journey so that's a frustration.
This social worker described her experiences with people in helping
professions who, when they experience a loss or illness in their family,
"realize they haven't had a clue to what those people were going through,

what it feels like to really lose someone."
One social

*orU*, pointed out that her work with some people may

be hindered because she "can't enter whole heartedly into conventional

religious reparte." On the other hand, she thought it was helpful that
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she held a "wide view of spirituality" and is "willing, because of my open

minded spirituality to connect with a chaplain or to call the Islamic
center or whatever seems to make the most sense".

Another participant recognized that "sometimes I need to value

that they have no God and I can't share my belief'. Again, this relates to
being client-centered.
One social worker described a way that her personal spiritual
beliefs could be a hindrance in her

work: "It's changed my perceptions

a

lot and in sorne ways, it makes my life more difficult right now. It's
harder for me to understand why people are so afraid of dying. I really
have no fear of it. "

Social Worker Education and Spirituality

The last section of the interview asked participants to recall what

their social work education had taught them about spirituality in
working with clients. In answering this question, no respondent had
taken a class specilically devoted to spirituality. Each of the participants
mentioned various social work values they had been taught which

influenced their reactions to spirituality in practice.
Specilically, social workers related spirituatity in practice to the
use of values and concepts such as person in environment, clientcentered social work, strengths perspective, and starting where the client

44

1S

Several social workers mentioned course work involving cultural

diversity which could he related to spirituality.
One social worker described an internship with oncolory patients
as an experience which combined social work education and spirituality.
The internship taught her to include spirituality as a strength for clients:
There was an acceptance that the spirit was working within the
patients as they defined it. I got a sense that social work needs to
support people rather than break down their defenses. We need to
help them use all their strengths in their fight against disease and
their return to health, if possible, or toward what they think of as a
good death.
One social worker described a classroom experience in which the
class was confronted with spiritual content: "It's almost like we \Mere

scientists and had the idea that you either have science or you have

spirituality and you can't have both." This practitioner went on to
describe a subseqlrent discussion in which the class realized there was
room for both approaches.

Other practitioners seemed to get the message that spirituality

and/or religion were dangerous topics to be brought up by social
workers. They reported shying away from these topics in an effort not to
push their beliefs on their clients.
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Discussion

This study explored what influences social worker definitions of

spirituality and how they respond to it in practice. This chapter will
review the significant findings of the research, as well as implications for

practice and further study.

Factors Influencins Social W orker Delinitions of Spirituality
The findings showed that social workers understood spirituality

and religion as two separate concepts which are sometimes related.

Although the participants recognize the differences betareen the two
concepts, they sometimes blurred the distinctions during the intenriew,
an swering

with religious content when asked about spirituality. This

crossover points to the well-established links between these two issues,

and perhaps, sorne remaining confusion about their relationship.
There were three major factors which influenced social worker

definitions of spirituality. First, childhood experiences were found to be

significant. This includes both the f,amity of origin and whatever spiritual
experiences they had at the

time. Even though the childhood spiritual

experiences as participants described them may have been more

religious than spiritual in nature, they provided some of the l-rrst
explanations about the world and humanity's place in
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it.

Childhood

experiences can be the early foundations which link the child to a search

for meaning, relationships with the self, others, and/or a higher power,
or the unknown in life.
Secondly, academic experiences were seen as significant in that

they broadened the spiritual and intellectual horizons of social workers.
Students were exposed to new information which influenced their

spiritual beliefs. As they learned about the world around them and
various cultures, students' spiritual beliefs were often challenged. As a

result, students' understanding of spirituality changed. For many, this
meant broadening their definition and for others, it meant developing
ideas about spirituality for the first time.

Last, life traumas were reported to be significant influences on
social worker's definitions of spirituality. As social workers encounter

difficulty in their own lives, they were forced to answer the "big
questions" of life. For some, this meant embarking on a spiritual journey

for the first time. Other social workers reported they deepened their

spiritual beliefs.

Factors Influencing Social W orkers' Reactions

to Spirituali ty in Practice
Relating to this research question, participants relied heavily on

portions of their social work education. Specifically, social work
education emphasized the value of cultural diversity, client self-
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determination, the strengths perspective, and being client-centered. The
social workers interviewed often alluded to these values in describing

their response to spirituality in practice.

It is important to note that several participants reported being
reluctant to bring up spiritual topics. This may be the result of a lack of
training about spirituality and/or religion in the lives of their clients. It
could also be the result of a need to address their own spiritual beliefs or
biases (Benningfield, 1998; Prest & Keller, 1993; Sermabeikian, 1994).
Social workers typically saw their spiritual beliefs as helpful in

practice, regardless of what their exact spiritual delinition and
experiences were. This is probably because every participant allowed

enough flexibility in their definition to be supportive of clients regardless
of the clients' spiritual views. Again, social workers demonstrate the

value of being client-centered.

Streneths and Limi tation s of the Study
One strength of the study clearly lies in the use of individual

interviews. Social workers had more freedom to express their opinions
and interact with the researcher. The researcher and subject could also
explore the topic with more depth than in sunrey research.
The small sample size was a limitation of the study. While the
researcher planned to interwiew 10 social workers and sent recruitment
memos to nearly 8O social workers, only tive participants responded.
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This could be because of the time commitment required of participants.
The topic of spirituality is deep and complex and many social workers

may not have had the time to consider their answers. Even though there
was limited breadth of study, the interviews and resulting data provided
good depth.

The quota sampling method did not yield data which could be

generalized. The analysis of data could be a limitation in that there is
the possibility of bias.

Another limitation is the lack of diversity in the sample. All
participants were female and Caucasian. Another limitation regarding
diversity is that all participants were employees of various Fairview

Hospitals. As a result, some of these findings could be particular to the
field of medical social work or specifically to social workers at Fairview
Hospitals.

Implications for Practice and Education

Spirituality has been an untapped client resource in social work
practice. As this study demonstrates, including spirituality in social
work requires that practitioners use client centered, culturally sensitive,
and strengths based practice. Since spiritual topics come up in practice,
social workers must be aware of spiritual strengths and needs among

clients.
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Also, for social workers to work effectively with clients around

spiritual topics, they need to examine their own spiritual beliefs and
biases. The purpose of this research study was to explore social worker
attitudes toward spirituality and their reactions to it in practice. The
results of this research show that personal and educational experiences
directly influence professional practice, For this reason, it is important
for social workers to ask themselves how various life experiences have
influenced their personal beliefs and professional practice.

It is also important for schools of social work to educate students
about spiritual and/or religious content. Social work education affects
how practitioners respond to issues of cultural diversity. Including

spirituality as an aspect of cultural diversity would result in its being
studied in course work and considered in every aspect of social work
practice.
Related to issues of supervision,

it would be important for

supervisors and staff to explore spirituality as a factor of cultural

diversity. Since social workers encounter spirituality in work with
clients, professionals could benelit from discussing it in ways similar to
other aspects of diversity. For example, it may be helpful for
practitioners to attend conferences or explore this topic at staff meetings.
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Implications for Future Research
This study is a preliminary exploration of factors which influence

spirituality in social work practice. The topic touches on how personal
experiences, beliefs, and motivations influence professional practice.

Given greater time and financial resoLlrces, a more elaborate and
involved study around this topic could yield deeper results. More
specifically, it would be beneficial to undertake this study with a large,
diverse sample of practitioners to identify common themes across the
fields of practice. It would be interesting to consider generational cohort
differences as well as variation related to gender, racial, and. cultural
factors.
Also, since interest in this topic is comparatively new, there are

numerous areas open for study. For example, it would be important to
consider effects of the inclusion of spirituality in social work from the

client's perspective. Would clients feel comfortable when social workers
bring up spiritual topics? Does it make for more effective social work
practice when a worker informs the client of their spiritual heliefs? What
obstacles are encou.ntered when social workers and clients have very

different belief systems?
Regarding education of social workers, it would be important to

test the commonly held belief that education improves practitioneis'
comfort level and effectiveness in dealing with spiritual topics. That is,

5l

do social workers who have had course work in spirituality integrate
these topics in practice?

Conclusion
Under its broadest definition, spirituality affects all areas of life.
Social workers, who strive to be client centered, culturally-sensitive, and

strengths based must be willing to recognize its role as a potential
strength and source of diversity among clients. To do this effectively,
social workers must examine their own spiritual beliefs and biases. This

study takes a step toward encouraging examination of the personal
factors which influence professional attitudes and practice.
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Appendix A

Research questions: What influences 1) how social workers define
spirituality and 2) how they respond to this dimension in their practice
with people?

DemosraD hic Information

a. What is your age?
b. What is your level of education?
c. When did you complete your social work
d. Do you have a religious affiliation?

degree?

If so, what is it?
e. Do you participate in a spiritual community?
If so, how active are yol-r in this commu,nity?
f. What is the population of the town where you grew up?

Related to Rese arch Ouestion

1

1. What is your definition

2.
3.

4.
5.

of spirituality?
What has affected your definition of spirituality?
-childhood experiences -life traumas
-academic experiences -other
-client interactions
What is your emotional reaction to your definition of spirituality?
In what way, if at all, did your beliefs affect your choice of career?
What is the strength of your emotional commitment to your
definition?

Related to Research Question 2

6.

When a client brings up spiritual topics, what initial, internal
reactions do you have before you give them an external response?
7. Given you response to questiofl 5, how does that facilitate or
hinder your work with clients? What are examples of either?
8. what experiences have influenced the above questions?
9. In retrospect, what did your social work education teach you about
spirituality in working with clients?
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Wheeler to carry out research to beuer understand attitudes of social workers around the
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as part of Ms. Wheeler's MSW thesis at Augsburg College. This research will help close
the gap in knowledge about the role of spirituality in social work practice through the use
of in depth interviews of social workers at Fairview Health Services.
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Appendix C
Consent Form: Social Worker Attitudes toward Spirituality in Practice
Interview Participants:
You are invited to be in a research srudy of social worker anitudes toward spirituality in
practice. You were selected as a possible panicipant because of your work udrh families
through Fairview Health Senrices. This srudy is being conducted by Dena \fi/heeler, MS'W
student at Augsburg College.

Procedures:
Involvement in thil qudy requires that you participate in an hour-long inten iew, during
which time you will be asked to complete demographic information and describe your
attinrdes and experiences around spirfuual topics. You will receive a copy of the guesrions
will ask so that you may decide whether you would like to participate.

I

Risks and Benefits of Participating in the Srudy:
This smdy does not involve physical risks. No one urill be informed of your paniciparion.
The study will add to the knowledge about the relationship berween social *ork *d
spirirualiuy.

Confidentialiqv:
Io* panicipation in this srudy and your responses will be kept confidential. Responses will
be reported in such a way thaf it sdlt be impossible to identify individuals. The notes will be
secured in a locked file and access will be limited to the researcher. At the completion of the
research projecr, all notes will be destroyed.
Voluntarry Nature of this Studv:
Your panicipation in this study is at all times voluntary. Your decision to panicipare or nor
panicipate will not affect your current or future relations with Fairwiew Hedtn S.*i..r,
AugsburgCollege,,or me., If you decide to participat, you are free to wfuhdraw ar any time
widrout affecting these relationshipr.
Coutacts and Questions:
Please feel free to ask any questions you have about the srudy now. You should also feel
free to contast Dena 'Wheeler ar (6L2) 623-8077 if you have quesrions later. You may also
reach my academic advisor, Curt Paulsen, ar Augsburg College at (OtZ) i3O- lbZL.
Statement of Coqsent for Pa$icipation:
I have read the above information, asked questions, and received answers. I understand rhat
my participation is voluntary. I consenr ro parricipare in this srudy.

D AIP
Signature

of

Appendix D
Audio-taphg Consent Form
Social lilflorker Attitudes toward Spirimality

i"

Practice

Procedure for Audio-tapin g:
The interwiew will be recorded on audio-tape and the researcher will take wrinen nores.

Confidentialiry:
Your panlcipauon in this srudy and your responses will be confidential. The audio-tapes will
be secured in a locked file and access will be limited to the researcher. At the completion of
the research projecr, il audio-tapes will be destroyedStatement of Consent for Audio-taping:
I have read the above information, asked questions, and received answers. I understand that
mf Pafiicipation is voluntarF. I understand the intervie.nr will be audio-taped. I consent ro
panicipate in this srudy.

Signature of researcher

D )fP

Augsburg College
Lindell Library
Minneapolis, MN SS4S4

